Swelling, numbness, pain, and their relationship to arm function among breast cancer survivors: a disablement process model perspective.
The disablement process model proposed by Nagi in 1965 and subsequently expanded by Verbrugge and Jette was used heuristically to study the relationships among morbidities and arm/shoulder function limitations that breast cancer survivors experience in the period following treatment. A telephone survey was administered to 148 patients (67%) from among 222 breast cancer survivors who had undergone surgery in 1997 and 1998. Sixty-three percent of respondents reported experiencing some numbness, while 35% noticed swelling. Between 13% and 15% reported moderate to severe pain. Similar proportions said the occurrence of pain ranged from intermittent to constant. Between 1% and 4% reported problems with shoulder abduction and flexion and a decrease in arm strength and daily use of the arm. Swellings in the torso and arm tended to cluster into two different factors. Numbness followed a similar pattern. Apart from numbness in the arm, all the other factors had strong significant associations with one another. In multiple regression analyses, current pain intensity and swelling in the arm were independently related to current functional status of the arm/shoulder. The results suggest that it may be feasible to use patients' self-reports to develop a simple lymphedema-specific tool to monitor the functional status of women living with or at risk for lymphedema. Such a tool, if properly designed and implemented, would allow for the timely introduction of lymphedema or pain management strategies to improve arm function and ultimately the quality of life of breast cancer survivors.